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On May 1, President Mireya Moscoso finished eight months in office with declining popularity and
sluggish progress in some of her most important programs. When she took office in September 1999,
Moscoso pledged to reduce poverty and unemployment and eradicate corruption (see NotiCen,
1999-08-26). Moscoso made good on promises to reverse some decisions of her predecessor,
President Ernesto Perez Balladares (1994-1999), but is now being accused of adopting some of his
policies.
As recently as February, Foreign Relations Minister Jose Miguel Aleman said the opposition Partido
Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) was suffering because of Moscoso's popularity. The reason
for her popularity, he said, was her commitment to alleviating poverty, fighting narcotics, and
defending democracy and human rights. However, in a poll taken in April by PSM-Sigma Dos,
55.3% of respondents rated her performance as average, while 19.8% rated it bad or very bad. Only
23.1% said she was doing well or very well.
Worse still, if elections were held now, the poll indicated she would place third with just 22.6%,
behind her rivals in the 1999 race Martin Torrijos and Alberto Vallarino. PRD legislator Susana
Richa de Torrijos said, "Moscoso does a lot of little things, inaugurates stupidities, inaugurates
things that are already done, and talks about things that can't be done."
In her defense, Moscoso said her accomplishments have not received proper attention. "We have
to publicize what we are doing to avoid the perception that this government is doing nothing," she
said. "The public expects much...and they are right. I ask the people to give me a little more time."

Some successes
On taking office, Moscoso reversed some actions of her predecessor, suspending the privatization
of the Tocumen airport, the Atlapa Convention Center, the postal service, the state bank, and the
Instituto de Acueductos y Alcantarillados Nacionales (IDAAN). She got the Legislative Assembly to
kill a new branch of the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) that handles constitutional guarantees (Sala
Quinta de Garantias Constitucionales), which Perez Balladares pushed through at the end of his
term (see NotiCen, 1999-11-04). But in January, the CSJ sunk the administration's attempt to reverse
midnight pardons Perez Balladares handed out.
Attorney General Jose Antonio Sossa had argued that some of the pardons were given to people
convicted of common crimes and that the Constitution allows presidential pardons only for political
crimes. But the CSJ said the government had not shown which pardons were given out for political
crimes and which for common crimes.
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Economic troubles plague administration
It is not clear however, that issues like the Sala Quinta or pardons have affected Moscoso's standing
with voters nearly as much as the perception that her administration has no workable economic
plan.
Among the major complaints is that she has continued the unpopular neoliberal policies of the
previous administration. The Moscoso administration plans to continue the process of privatizing
some of the same state properties the president promised to keep out of the private sector. These
include the Atlapa Convention Center and the Tocumen airport. Moscoso's economic program,
which has gone nowhere in the legislature, calls for US$2.1 billion in investment over the next four
years. Most of it would go into health, education, transportation, and agriculture.
Last November, the government initiated a three-year plan to reduce poverty by 30%, assisting the
poorest Panamanians with help from a US$72 million loan from the Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB). The debt-reduction part of the economic plan has come under heavy criticism because
it depends on money set aside in the Fondo Fiduciario para el Desarrollo (FFD) from the sale of state
properties.
The centerpiece of Moscoso's "financial strategy" is to use FFD funds to pay down the US$7
billion foreign debt by 25%. Additional income for debt reduction would come from selling the
government's 49% interest in the telephone company, run by the British firm Cable & Wireless
(C&W). Without debt reduction, payments on the debt will eat up 22% of the 2000 budget.
The PRD opposes dipping into the fund because under the law, only interest from the fund may
be spent. Moreover, the party says the money would be frittered away because Moscoso has no
comprehensive economic plan. "We must assume that the money will go to pay current government
expenses, that is, payroll, automobiles, rents, travel expenses," said Perez Balladares. "That's
because we still haven't seen any serious proposal for social investment."
Finance Minister Victor Juliao predicted that the economy would collapse if the funds were not
applied to the financial strategy. Some private-sector commentators said such dire warnings were
not good for attracting investment and that the administration should be doing more to reduce
bureaucratic costs and to raise tax compliance before turning to the FFD. Vice Minister of Finances
Ricardo Quijano admitted that tax collection, at 12% of GDP, is among the lowest in the world.
In February, Perez Balladares criticized Moscoso for spending US$140,000 on watches she gave to
legislators for Christmas and US$98,000 she spent to remodel a government-owned country house.
"Wouldn't it have been better to spend that private money to provide breakfast for children...if there
is such a high level of commitment and concern about the poor?," he asked.

Dealings with IMF come under fire
Another complaint against Moscoso is her willingness to comply with austerity requirements
attached to International Monetary Fund (IMF) loans.
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Moscoso had previously criticized the IMF requirements, and Quijano said the government would
not accept the IMF suggestion to sell IDAAN. Privatization of IDAAN caused strong protests when
Perez Balladares proposed it (see NotiCen, 1998-12-17), and Moscoso promised not to sell it (see
NotiCen, 1999-09-09). The administration is technically sticking with its commitment to keep IDAAN
under government control while opening it up to participation by private capital. Some critics
predict the opening will lead to outright sale.
The administration has not pledged to keep all other state properties but has promised that any
future privatization would be handled in a way that would benefit the country. As for the airport,
"This time we are going to do it differently," Quijano said.
Quijano said the administration accepted an IMF suggestion to increase the tax on real-estate
transfers (Impuesto de Transferencia de Bienes Muebles, ITBM), but said the increase would apply
only to luxury properties.
In mid-April, Quijano announced that an agreement had been reached with the IMF for a loan.
The conditions include abolishing the Banco Hipotecario Nacional, reforming the Caja del Seguro
Social and the Banco de Desarrollo Agricola, privatizing the Tocumen airport, and eliminating the
fiscal deficit by the end of 2001. The administration explained that the new agreement was necessary
to free up US$104 million the IMF held back after Perez Balladares failed to meet goals set in a
previous agreement.

Unions protest economic policies
In early April, nurses struck for one week demanding restoration of special pensions that the Perez
Balladares administration abolished. The PRD attacked, reminding Moscoso that restoring the
pensions was one of her campaign promises. "It's very easy to be in the opposition, promising things
that later you can't do," said PRD chair Balbina Herrera. On April 20, Gabriel Castillo, head of the
Coordinadora Nacional de Union Sindical (CONUSI), led a protest against the tax increase and
privatizations.
Other labor demands include tax breaks and special pensions for construction and sugar-harvest
workers and firing the labor minister. In April, labor leaders said that, if the administration did not
set up a commission to negotiate a settlement, the unions would call a general strike. On April 27,
labor protestors pushed into the Assembly chambers to press their case against the administration's
financial strategy.
Boris Vergara, secretary general of the telephone workers union, Sindicato Nacional de
Trabajadores de Cable & Wireless (SINTCAWIPSA), said that, if C&W shares were sold, workers
would take over the streets of Panama every day.
Also on the protesters' agenda was an increase in the minimum monthly wage from US$225 to US
$500. The current minimum does not cover the basic basket of consumer goods and services, valued
at US$300 per month. Labor and Development Minister Joaquin Vallarino said the administration
would not accede to the union request for a commission while the unions have a "pistol in their
hands."
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However, a day before the deadline, Moscoso wrote union leaders agreeing to the commission
and naming members from the government. Party colleague attacks Moscoso, predicts possible
coup In early May, former President Guillermo Endara (1989-1994), a member of Moscoso's Partido
Arnulfista (PA), called her the "queen of the carnival.
In a newspaper interview, Endara said she was throwing gifts "left and right" and does not
remember that she has a responsibility to the people who voted for her. Endara said it was time to
"wake her from this dream." Endara suggested the possibility that Moscoso might be overthrown
by a coup, "because we live in a country where democracy is still in diapers." Endara said he might
join the opposition and did not rule out another run for the presidency. [Sources: El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 12/10/99; Inter Press Service, 04/14/00; Spanish News Service EFE, 01/18/00, 01/31/00,
02/20/00, 04/27/00, 05/02/00; Notimex, 02/28/00, 03/10/00, 04/20/00, 04/26/00, 04/27/00, 04/28/00,
05/01/00, 05/05/00; El Panama America, 02/10/00, 03/04/00, 03/11/00, 05/01/00, 05/03/00, 05/06/00,
05/07/00, 05/08/00]

-- End --
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